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SUSTAINABILITY SPOTLIGHT

The SolarDok: Weak Economics but Worthy Debate

For schools across the nation, efforts to achieve
sustainability objectives are rising ever higher on the scale
in importance in the budgeting process. Our University has
historically sought to balance a commitment to sustainable
operations with a fiscally conservative approach to
evaluating sustainability initiatives.

Social
progress

Economic
development

Sustainable
development

This is reflected in the “Statement of Commitment and
Environmental Sustainability Action Principles” in the
University Council on Environmental Sustainability’s 2008
report to President Seligman, which states that “This University
is committed to sustainable development and operating practices
through the management of building design, construction,
renovation, landscape practices, energy use, waste, emissions, transportation, and procurement
while maintaining regulatory compliance and exercising fiscal responsibility.”

Environmental
responsibility

The report’s “Recommended Operations Priorities” lists twenty-one separate initiatives either
underway, in the planning process, or under review at that time. The range of priorities includes
maximization of cogeneration load; green printing practices; retro-commissioning of
University buildings; optimization of laboratory airflows; utility system upgrades; the purchase
of green energy; and campaigns to affect end-user behavior. Each was evaluated in terms of
investment and payback period, and prioritized by cost and impact. Today, most of these
initiatives have been implemented and are generating financial savings.

According to Joe Viterna, Maintenance Manager of Facilities and Services, the University also
works with firms to scope out energy efficient initiatives to invest in. Viterna says that the
process to evaluate investments is “tough” and that a “check and balance” exists, resulting in a
meticulous, thorough decision-making process.

This steady and careful approach is paying off in ways other than economic. The College
Sustainability Report Card, the only comparative evaluation of campus and endowment
sustainability activities at colleges and universities in the United States and Canada, gives the
University an “A-,” based on consideration of 52 separate factors. In addition to this,
University Facilities & Services collaborates with the New York State Energy Research
Development (NYSERDA) program and has earned rebates from the program totaling $25,000,
which have been used to purchase new, more energy-efficient equipment.

Yet balancing a budget while advancing sustainability is a complex issue, in part due to the
absence of clear, immediate financial returns from some investments. The recent acquisition of
a solar bench — the SolarDok located outside of Rush Rhees library — prompted critique from
UR Economics Professor Michael Rizzo, who questioned the economic costs and
environmental benefits of the investment.

The professor makes the point that the cost paid to produce the “free electricity” is
unreasonably high, and that the manufacture of the bench may not be environmentally friendly,
as harmful materials were used in its construction. Now under the University’s ownership, the
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investment acts as something that produces “free” electrical, off-the-grid power with zero carbon
emission. However, it is true that the benefit of using this free power will never come close to
recuperating the cost of the bench. Professor Rizzo makes fair points.

In fact, the bench did not fall under the University’s payback policy spelled out in the Council’s
report. Its value was assessed from a different angle, as a promotional tool that demonstrates the
University’s commitment to sustainability.

Given the points about its true energy costs and environmentally unfriendly construction, the So-
larDok was not the best investment. Director of Facilities Support Operations Patricia Beaumont

ONT S RESOUR acknowledges that perhaps this purchase offers the “lesson in that there isn’t always a right an-
swer to everything.”

: Yet sustainability is a complex and financially intricate issue. Its value and the initiatives that
support it are not purely economic. In the end, sustainability is about what we value, what kind of
world we want to live in, and what responsibility we feel toward the generations who will follow

Dandelio us. These are not quantitative matters.
g Service As for the controversy over the SolarDok, value can be realized even from shaky investments
= when they evoke constructive dialogue and collaboration among people with different perspec-
’ 1e Jinak tives, including people who see economic value clearly and those who feel passion for a cause.
s This kind of partnership can create the most sound decisions and sustainable investments.
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